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Mercury cleanuf$ / :i nearly complete 
By Nina Voehl 
Copy Editor 

INDIAN HEAD - Clean up of seven 
pounds of poisonous mercury that 
spilled out of a ruptured sewer and 
contaminated about 20 tons of soil at 
the Naval Ordnance. Station is nearly 
complete. 

According to NOS public informa- 
tion officer Mike Ward, the metal, 
about a half pint, was discovered in 
August when a building contractor 
ruptured a sewer line, and the silvery 
metal gushed out into hundreds of tiny 
globule-s into a nearby trench, con- 
taminating soil under reconstruction. 

The mercury apparently had spill- 
ed into a sink in the Biazzi Chemical 
Plant Laboratory and into the sewer 
pipe. Navy officials were unaware 
when it happened, Ward said. 

NOS is over 90 years old, and the 
metal could have been trapped in the 
pipes for years, Ward added. This is 
the first mercury spill to have occur- 
red at the facility. 

Mercury in extreme cases may 
cause birth defects and paralysis in 
humans wheh ingested in large 
amounts. It can get into the food chain 
through soil and water, therefore, the 
spill must be cleaned up thoroughly. 

The drain in the lab has been plugg- 
ed to prevent further discharge of 
mercury into the sewer and soil, and 
the lab is back in normal operation, 
Ward said. 

Contaminated’ soil is being hauled 
away in barrels to a hazardous 

“When (mercury) ‘thaws up in its pure 
state ‘it can cont+Mnate a lot of land.” 
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disposal site in Ohio, he added, and t& 
excavation area has been roped &f 
and covered with plywood and plast&! 
and restricted until soil tests and the 
state determine the area is safe. Fv 
ther the sewer line has been rerouy 
away from the spill site. !’ * 

Ward could not say specifically 
when the clean-up would be complf#t? 
other than “very shortly.” ’ if’ / 

The ~ashingron POST reported that cGslt 
of the clean-up was more thiui 
$100,000, but W&d said he “did liot 
know where that figure came ft!om~ 
and that the process is ongoing. Co+ 
will not be determined until the j?Q if; 
finished. 

One “very small area” still sho& 
contamination, John Koontz, head::@ 
enforcement for the Maryland WaLte 
Management Administration, said, ! 

Although the spill occurred i:lp 
August, the Navy did not begin to ex- 
cavate the contaminated soil until &- 
tober or notify state health officirrlg 
and the Environmental Protectjop 
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Agency of the spill until 30 days after 
its discovery. 

Usually, Koontz said, health of- 
ficials are notified of hazardous waste 
spills in a much shorter time frame. 
Nov. 27, his office sent the Navy a for- 
mal notice to clean up the site, and the 
county health department received a 
copy of the order. 

Ward said the delay in notification 
was due to a “question of dual authori- 
ty,” between the station’s mercury 
control officer and the environmental 
control officer, as to who was respon- 
sible for the report. The latter was on 
leave at the time of the incident, Ward 
explained. 

According to both Ward and Koontz, 
the spill was considered minor and 
posed no threat beyond the spill area, 
therefore, local officials were not im- 
mediately notified. NOS was required 
in this case to only notify Navy, EPA 
and state health officials. The county 
would not have been notified if the 
ctRtP bad not filed thp complaint 

, 

notice, Koontz said. 
James Story, local environmental 

health officer, said NOS has always 
been “open” in recent years with any 
potential health hazards at the plant. 
In this case, NOS did not give a 
“courtesy contact,” since it was only 
required to notify state and federal 
officials. 

Thus far all tests have indicated no 
danger to any water supplies, Story 
said. NOS is being “overly cautious” 
in the clean-up process which is cost- 
ly and timely, he added. 

Koontz said the clean up 
demonstrates the importance of the 
time and cost to remove even small 
amounts of hazardous materials. 

“When (mercury) shows up in its 
pure state it can contaminate a lot of 
land,” Koontz emphasized. “In- 
dustrial chemicals when put in the 
wrong place and then put in the right 
place.. .becomes expensive.” 

Koontz suggested that NOS have 
“better management of its laboratory 
operation” to prevent future oc- 
curence of similar incidents. 

In the meantime, Koontz added, the 
Navy is conducting a major engineer- 
ing study to determine the best way to 
treat the industrial wastes produced 
at the plant and assess the effects of 
past forms of waste disposal. 

Rocket motors, ammunition, pro- 
pellants and explosives are produced 
at NOS for the Navy. 
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